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CONFESSION
1n a

LIGHT-WRAPPED

ROOM
by
Carla Thomas

I began to lose confidence in Dr. Swain when I entered his
waiting room for the first time and found
it was painted pink. In all the years it
must have taken him to finish his Ph.D.
in psychology, you'd think he'd have
learned something about the psychology
of color. Pink is for little girls' rooms,
for powder rooms, for ladies' rooms.
Pink is the color fathers want to wrap
their baby girls in. What was Dr. Swain
doing, wrapping me in this pink room
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as though I were his daughter? His office would be tweeds and
plaids, very masculine. The very image of daddy. And I, his little
Electra, had come running to him for advice; for comfon, for ...
what? I wasn't sure. But if I couldn't think of anything to say
during the session, I could at least discuss with him the implications of his pink waiting room.
Then there was the problem of his name . Swain. Too close to
swindle. Or swine, or swear, or Twain, or maybe twain with a
little t as in ''we now join these twain in holy matrimony to be
of one flesh forever and ever and ever .'' Or maybe train. He left
her on a freight train. In a jet plane. In the pouring rain . She's
going insane. I spent fifteen minutes in Dr. Swain 's pink
waiting room practicing Word Association .
Throughout my senior year in college, throughout those hours
of free counseling in the college's interpersonal relations office
during which I calmly and rationally discussed my fascination for
steel knives, I had wanted to play Word Association . It was the
funnest, easiest way to sanity. They say boy, you say girl. They
say hot, you say cold . They say stop, you say go . Just like that,
you pass the course and receive an eight by eleven cenificate (suitable for framing) that certifies your sanity.
Not that I was now worried about my sanity. I'd been cured
of my knife fascination in 1980 by the university counselor. And
he hadn 't even had to use the Word Association game. Nor did
he ask me if I hated my mother, though he seemed unusually
interested in my father. The main thing the counselor and I
accomplished was a rearrangement of sentence structure. He
taught me to say "I get angry when I think of my childhood "
instead of saying "my father makes me mad because he was
never around when I needed him."
''The importance of the 'I' statement cannot be overrated,'' I
was told by my counselor. ''One must learn to take responsibility
for his or her feelings ."
Back then, I was angry with my father, President Carter, my
history professor, four of my five roommates, the Russians, my
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landlord, my landlord's cat, etc. The counselor (he wanted me
to call him Eric, but I never could) told me I was angry because I
chose to be angry . He told me the same thing each Thursday at
2:30 for a year. And each Thursday at 3:30 I walked to my apartment feeling guilty about the way I had chosen to feel all my
life. Finally, in what turned out to be our last session, I gathered
all my hatred for President Carter, the Russians, my landlord's
cat, etc., and directed it at my counselor. I told him he was the
biggest phony I'd ever seen, that the only thing his sessions had
done for me was make me realize how sane and wonderful everyone else was in comparison to him. I have felt fine ever since .
So if I'm feeling so fine, what am I doing in Dr. Swain's pink
waiting room (the little girls' room)? Why would anyone so undeniably certifiably sane as Hazel Nicely make an appointment
with a psychologist whose name she doesn't even like? Maybe,
subconsciously, because I hate my own name , I feel comfortable
only with those people whose names I hate as much as my own .
Mother named me Hazel because my father had eaten hazelnuts
throughout her pregnancy. Hazelnuts . Hazel's nuts. Hazel is
cracked . Hazel is rotten at the core .
An anemic-looking girl of about thirteen emerged from
Dr. Swain's office. I caught a glimpse of brown plaid furniture as
the girl pulled the door closed . A minute later, the secretary 's
red phone light blinked on and off twice and she smiled at me.
' 'Dr. Swain will see you now. ' '

-

There was only one plaid chair in the room, the one I had
glimpsed through the do.orway . The rest of the furniture was
undecided as to its color , but was suspended between blue and
gray. Perhaps this noncolor was symbolic of the ambiguity that
resulted when two warring factions (the Yankees and the Confederates? . . . the Id and the Superego?) compromised. The
result is a temporary loss of identity . My great-grandfather, a
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Virginia Confederate, had realized this and told his children
never to let the Civil War come to an end. ''When the blues and
the grays stop fighting," he said, "how will you know who you
are? You've got to identify with some cause or you are
nothing.''
And so my grandfather and my father were Confederates and
I probably would have been one too had it not been for the civil
rights movement of the sixties, which taught me that colors
should not fight. Of course, World War I made an American of
my grandfather and World War II did the same for my father ,
but at heart they were always Confederate Americans , men of
distinction and identity .
Dr. Swain stood behind his mahogany desk and shook my
hand. "Please, Miss Nicely, won't you have a seat," he said . My
misgivings melted at his slightly German accent and graying beard .
He looked Jewish . A German Jew. So he too drew his identity
from a history of wars. He was paunchy and old enough to be
my father . He was exactly what I was looking for. I forgave him
his pink waiting room.
He was at once a foreigner and a friend. I was sure I had never
seen him before , yet I was certain he had shared my most intimate
thoughts. Maybe it was his accent that gave him such charm.
Perhaps it was the way he moved his hands . They were thick,
but he managed them so gracefully that I wanted to comment
on their elegance. When he spoke, I felt that he was telling me
fairy tales in German. The words came out strange and rhythmic ,
but he caught them in midair and caressed them with those strong
dancing hands in such a way that I felt I could rely on his hands,
as a deaf person would, for interpretation.
He wanted to know more about me, and motioned for me to
come sit closer to him. I moved to a smooth-armed chair at the
side of his desk. He sat with his back to the window, facing me.
If only I knew German, I thought desperately. English seemed
so inadequate. Perhaps if I spoke in some unknown tongue, his
hands would magically interpret all my secrets for me, secrets I
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wouldn't even tell myself. "Herr Doktor," I wanted to say,
' 'there is little to say of myself, but let us discuss your waiting
room ." Now that would have been a fine way to start off.
' 'Herr Doktor,'' I might say, ''your waiting room is so much
like the room I spent my childhood in . So pink and sterile. And
so many books lying about to help pass the time. It is very much
like the room my father built for me in the house of my
childhood . A special room just for waiting . There I waited for
him to come and kiss me good night or read me a fairy tale from
the big book with all the pretty pictures . But it's the strangest
thing, Herr Doktor, how Daddy never came into my room.
' ' Herr Doktor,' ' I might say, '' my mother had a special waiting
room too, only hers was yellow, and she had lots of books, too,
to pass the time.' '
Yes , I knew a great deal about waiting rooms . I was in one
just a few months ago that I didn't much care for. It was a dirty
white waiting room with black leather and chrome posing as
furniture . It was a hospital waiting room . Perhaps I could tell
Dr. Swain about that waiting room.
" Herr Doktor ," I might say, "they didn't even have a decent
magazine to help pass the time. And I was all alone , but there
were no single chairs to sit in; they were all connected so that
you never knew when some stranger might come and sit next to
you and begin asking you why you were there. And what would
I have said then, Herr Doktor? What could I have said then?
Should I have said, 'I am waiting for my father to die'? Would
that have been proper?' '
Maybe I could tell Dr. Swain about my father.
' 'Herr Doktor, '' I might say , ''he kept telling me he was sick.
It 's true, he hadn 't been well since Mother's passing. But I thought
it would go away, his cough I mean, after I moved back home
into my powderpuff room to take care of him. I thought I heard
him cry out for me one night . His voice was small and afraid, the
way mine must have sounded the time I called for him during a
lightning storm once when I was very small . But I said to myself,
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'I am only dreaming.' And I slept fitfully that night, knowing
my father was in the next room, waiting for me to -come .
"I didn't know he was so sick, Herr Doktor, I swear I didn't.
I should have checked on him when he called. I should have
called the ambulance right away. I didn't want him to die, I only
wanted him to suffer. I wanted to give him time to think about
the times he'd made me wait for things I wanted, such as love. I
only wanted him to hate himself a little, the way I had learned
to hate myself when I discovered I could not please him. You
see how it was, don't you?"
Through the window, I saw a chunk of cloud suddenly tear
free from the sun and the blue-gray room was bathed in brilliant
light, turning everything it touched a celestial white . Dr. Swain
sat waiting to hear me. Just the two of us sat in this still cloistered
room at the top of a high rise, closer to sun and clouds and God
than anyone else in the city.
The doctor leaned forward and, as he did , I saw a soft mantle
of light encircling his head, evidence of the sun's anointing . He
was exactly who I had been looking for. I knew then what I had
to say. Kneeling at his feet, I began.
"Bless me, for I have sinned."

Carl a Thomas is a senior majo ring in English from St. Albans, W est Virgi nia. She has been published
in Grab a Nickel.
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